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3Foreword
In the summer and fall of 2008, The Opportunity Agenda commissioned three reports, to look more
closely at the current attitudes and perceptions of immigration in the United States. Following its
collection of research from 2006 and 2007, which examined the overall dominant message frames
around immigration with specific focus on Web 2.0, African American and Spanish speaking press,
we determined it would be beneficial to expand the body of literature by examining more closely two
specific issues and two specific media of communication that help shape public discourse and
opinion around immigration in our country. The findings and recommendations of our research are
presented here in this three-part series.
In the first report of this series, two issues deeply tied to the immigrant experience are examined,
public opinion and media coverage of English language acquisition and the children of immigrants.
Previous research has shown that the public is greatly interested in immigrants’ ability and willing-
ness to learn English, and also that some openings to promote pro-immigrant policy exist around chil-
dren. Thus, understanding public perception of these issues is critical to developing strategies to build
support for immigration policies.
The second report in this series focuses on Chinese print media in the United States. While continu-
ing to expand the base of immigration support is important, also crucial is further connecting the
existing bases. Therefore, examining media coverage of immigrants within their own native speak-
ing and ethnic press offers insight into how these outlets can play a role in promoting immigration
reform and integration policies.
Finally, The Opportunity Agenda commissioned a media analysis of broadcast news and talk radio,
a gap in our previous scans which focused only on print media. Anecdotal evidence suggested that
broadcast coverage played a substantial role in influencing the immigration debate. In this report,
both national and local television news outlets were examined, as well as leading television and radio
news commentary programs. We were interested in broad trends and how they related to our earlier
findings in print as well as to our ethnic media scans.
The Opportunity Agenda is committed to working with leading voices in the pro-immigration move-
ment, understanding that the immigrant experience is an important part of the American story—
often an icon of the principles and values that encompass the promise of America. In working to
build a national will for opportunity and equality that includes all persons living within our borders,
The Opportunity Agenda has developed, with help from its many partners, a core narrative that
unifies and strengthens the movement, calling for real solutions that uphold our nation’s values and
move us all forward together as one group. In presenting these three reports, we hope that voices in
the field not just better understand the messages that frame the immigrant experience, but move
closer toward a unified vision that expands the scope of opportunity to all.
4Introduction
Broadcast coverage—from 24-hour news channels to talk radio—has played a central role in shaping
the public discourse around immigration. In fact, when immigration legislation died in Congress in
2007, many blamed talk radio.1
We examined how the topic was treated by major radio and television news and commentary shows,
including those of broadcasters Rush Limbaugh, Glenn Beck, NPR’s Michel Martin, CNN’s Lou
Dobbs, and Fox News’s Laura Ingraham and Bill O’Reilly. We also looked at local television and
radio immigration coverage in New York, Miami, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Dallas. A methodology
is presented in an appendix to this report.
Major Findings
1. People get their news more from television (where there is less time to uncover the nuances
of an issue) than from newspapers,2 so the American public is getting a skewed picture of the
immigration issue.
2. The language used to describe immigrants on popular television and radio shows is often
extremely biased.
3. Some speakers who are pro-immigrant or those who are assumed to be objective use words that
can dehumanize immigrants.
4. Right-wing talk show hosts inflame anti-immigration fears and sentiments by suggesting that
immigrants cause and commit crimes.
5. Most of the coverage on immigration and immigrants focused on Latinos, who make up about
half the foreign-born population in the United States.3 Many stories in the sample focused on the
Latino voting bloc and immigration. However, Latino advocates often stated that immigration
is not necessarily as important an issue for them as other hot-button issues such as health care
and the economy.
6. Regionally, immigration stories spanned a range of issues from crime (the main focus of sample
coverage from New York), to enforcement practices (Los Angeles), deportation (Miami),
public events (Chicago), and politics and policies (Dallas).
7. More spokespeople were public and government officials (28%) than any other category, with
advocates—both pro-immigrant and anti-immigrant—not far behind with 22%. Most of the
public and government officials were elected officials (62%).




Nearly half our stories focused on either politics and policies (including stories about the election and
legislation) or enforcement practices. It is not surprising that in an election year, politics dominated
the coverage.
Topic Number of Stories Percentage of Stories
Politics and policies 48 26%
Enforcement practices 39 21%
Deportation 22 12%
Crime 21 11%
Workforce and social services 19 10%
Events 11 6%
Integration 9 5%
Immigrant success stories 5 3%
Other (net) 12 6%
Total stories 186
Politics and Policies (26%)
More than a quarter of the stories were political in nature, primarily about the election and the
Latino voting bloc (34 stories). Coverage included presidential candidates speaking to Latino groups
or addressing general immigration reform, and panel discussions that covered the full range of im-
migration issues. Another popular topic was speculation about the direction that Latino voters would
swing in the presidential election, and the level of importance that this group assigned the issue of
immigration.
Other stories in the politics and policies category focused on legislation, lawsuits, and court rulings
(12 stories). Most of these were local stories that focused on state-level immigration policies, in the
absence of national immigration reform. There were also several items from pundit Rush Limbaugh,
who spoke about negotiations for proposed five-year visas given to “noncriminal immigrants,” which
he dubbed “amnesty visas.”4
Enforcement Practices (21%)
Many of the stories in this category focused on sanctuary (13 stories) mainly in San Francisco and
Chicago.5 Stories about sanctuary were found at both the local and national level (locally on WBBM
in Chicago and KCRW in Los Angeles; nationally on ABC, CNN, NPR, and Fox News). Sanctuary
was a popular topic on Fox News, where it was treated negatively in several stories.
There were 10 stories on immigration raids, which occurred in both workplaces and homes (includ-
ing a kosher slaughterhouse in Postville, Iowa). In one story a pro-immigrant advocate pointed out
that the raids tear families apart and happen more in Latino communities; the speaker said this
is racial profiling.6 A local story in Miami described how SWAT teams raided the wrong house,
kicking the door in with their guns drawn and throwing concussion grenades into the house before
realizing the mistake.7
Ten stories focused on police and security. Many of these were news pieces from Los Angeles that
described how the police there continued to be under investigation a year after May Day marchers
clashed with police; other stories focused on Sheriff Joe Arpaio’s policies. Surprisingly, there were only
six stories on border security. By contrast, in May–June of 2007, when national legislation was being
discussed, border security was a much bigger topic. Since that time it has faded into the background,
though it has not disappeared entirely. Furthermore, it is likely to be raised again if legislation is revived.
Deportation (12%)
Most of the deportation stories covered the Scheduled Departure pilot program that launched in the
summer of 2008 in five cities. It offers undocumented immigrants with no criminal record the
opportunity to schedule their own deportation within three months, rather than risk being caught
residing in the country without documentation. The bulk of these stories ran nationally, with NPR
running the most stories, then Fox News and CNN, followed by MSNBC. Many of the stories were
critical of the program. For example, Dan Abrams cited the program for his piece “Why America
Hates Washington,” and said the program was “drawing more than a few chuckles.” When the
Abrams piece aired, only one person had self-deported.8 Advocates arguing against the program used
words such as “ill-conceived,” “silly,” “failure,” and “fantasy”; they also described the policy as a
response to bad publicity from recent raids conducted by the Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE) agency.
The acting director of ICE was interviewed several times and argued in favor of the program: “It
provides an alternative to what many have criticized us for, which is the way in which we conduct
fugitive operations, which are targeted enforcement actions at people’s residences, places of busi-
ness, or other places that we can find them.”9 Stories ran locally in Chicago and Los Angeles.
(Chicago and San Diego were two of the cities testing the program.) Other deportation stories focused
on individual deportations and mass deportations by ICE, with fewer devoted to the mistreatment
of detained individuals.
Crime (11%)
In our sample there was nearly equal coverage of crimes committed by immigrants as crimes com-
mitted against immigrants. Many crimes committed against immigrants were hate crimes. For
example, in Shenandoah, Pennsylvania, a Mexican immigrant was fatally assaulted in the street,
while the attackers yelled racial slurs.10
Additional national coverage focused on a new study reporting hate crimes to be on the rise in Los
Angeles, which some experts suggested to be the result of the increasingly vitriolic anti-immigration
language used by opponents of “illegal” immigration.11
Much of the crime coverage focused on a case in Westchester County, New York, in which a Mount
Kisco police officer was accused of wrongfully killing an immigrant.
6
7Workplace and Social Services (10%)
Most of the stories on the workplace and social services focused on living and working conditions
and compensation (seven stories). Stories in this category ranged from broad claims from Glenn Beck
that immigrants’ working conditions are like modern-day slavery12 to evidence-based reports of
abuses and mistreatment in the workplace.
Five stories related to health care are also part of this category. Most of these stories focused on
treating immigrants without medical coverage over the long term.13 Another story focused on an
undocumented immigrant in Chicago who was almost denied a kidney transplant because of his
immigration status.14
There were three stories in this category that focused on education. These pieces covered how im-
migrants can get into college and what they can do with their degrees after graduation. These reports
highlighted successful undocumented immigrant students, giving the audience a glimpse into the
struggles students face due to citizenship status issues.
Events (6%)
Most event coverage in our sample was local and focused on pro-immigration protests and marches,
many of which took place on May Day. Reporters covered these events objectively.
One of the anti-immigration events covered was a controversial exhibit in Chicago that displayed
empty shoes representing people who died in crimes committed by undocumented immigrants.
Victims ranged from those who died in drunk-driving accidents to victims of violent crimes. This
story included the perspective of the anti-immigrant group responsible for the display, as well as of
people viewing the exhibit who voiced their opposition to it.15 The other story in our sample that cov-
ered an anti-immigrant event focused on the president of Minuteman Civil Defense Corps, Chris
Simcox, speaking at DePaul University, Chicago.16
Integration (5%)
Most stories on integration focused on naturalization ceremonies or on debates about a national lan-
guage. Several stories covered Senator Barack Obama’s statement that American children should
learn foreign languages to keep up with their European counterparts. Lou Dobbs was critical of
Obama’s opinion.17
In addition, a study came out this year called “Inheriting the City,” which received some press locally
in New York and nationally on NPR in our sample. The study looked at children of immigrants
from five different ethnic groups. It found that these groups were fluent in English and were work-
ing in the mainstream economy.18
Immigrant Success Stories (3%)
Immigrant success stories were scarce. One story was that of John Aba, a native of Nigeria who
signed up with the U.S. Army Reserves and served in Iraq.19 Another story focused on the son of un-
documented immigrants who won a gold medal at the Olympics.20 A third story was onManny Diaz,
the mayor of Miami and the first immigrant to become president of the U.S. Conference of Mayors.21
Interestingly, in The Opportunity Agenda’s 2006 analysis of mainstream print media, a major focus
was the “immigrant striver” story, a double-edged sword from an advocate’s standpoint for its focus
on individualism. By contrast, this was not a major focus for broadcast media.
Other (6%)
Some stories did not fit into any of the categories listed above. Many of these were local stories
focused on tragedies suffered by immigrants, including fatal car accidents or fires. Stories also focused
on public perception of immigrants and changes in demographics because of immigration.
Two stories (both from NPR’s Tell Me More) focused on America’s perception of immigrants. In the
first interviewMichel Martin asked Latino leader Belen Robles to comment.22 Robles contended that
immigrant communities have allowed the media to define immigrants, despite the fact that immi-
grants are the ones who continue to develop the country. She said: “We need to take the lead and
clarify just how much immigrants contribute not only to the economic but the cultural develop-
ment of our country. . . . Studies show that most immigrants contribute more than they ever receive
from this country.”
The second story included an interview with Congresswoman Hilda Solis of California, who was
outspoken about a recent analysis (produced by Media Matters) of immigration coverage by Dobbs,
Bill O’Reilly, and Beck.23 She said such negative coverage can incite hatred and crime against immi-
grants.24 She noted the need for balance in immigration news stories and called for coverage of pos-
itive aspects of immigrants’ contributions. She pointed out that immigrant workers help to revitalize
cities in California.
Just one story focused on the negative implications of immigration on population growth.25 Rick
Oltman of Californians for Population Stabilization believes that immigration reform is needed to
control population growth. This point of view was not widespread in our sample, and Oltman was
challenged to defend his opinions in this interview.
Terminology
Analysis
We observed dehumanizing language across stories—from the word “illegal” to describe undocu-
mented workers to words describing animals that are considered pests.
Some of the language seems intended to invoke public fear: dominant themes emphasized immi-
grants as taking away jobs and health care and bringing violent crime to “our” shores. For example,
in one piece California Congressman Dana Rohrabacher used the words “swarm” and “flood” to
connote parasites, while referring to immigrants. He said: “We cannot afford to have tens of millions
of people swarming into our country and expect that our country is going to stay the same, and that
it’s not going to hurt our own people. In this case, we have so many young people swarming in,
flooding into our country illegally . . . ”26
One news report focused on identification cards for undocumented immigrants in New Haven, Con-
necticut. The ID-card program allows undocumented immigrants to hold resident ID cards, which
gives them access to city services. The story appeared on the Fox affiliate in New York and cited
hate mail sent to public officials from people opposed to the city’s ID card policy. One email read:
“I can’t wait for the rioting to break out. I have my automatic rifle ready to go and won’t hesitate to
use it to kill these rodents.”27
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9Another phrase used to describe undocumented immigrants was “on the loose.” In one piece the
anchor described how ICE is “no longer just concentrating on picking up immigration violators who
have criminal records—they are going after everybody.”28 The reporter said: “Almost 600,000 indi-
viduals who are deportable are on the loose.” By stating that they are on the loose, the reporter
likened undocumented immigrants to fugitives who have committed serious crimes and are on the
run from the law, even though the piece mentioned that 90% of undocumented immigrants in South
Florida who had been arrested in the raids did not have a criminal past.
“Fugitive alien,” “criminal alien,” “alien criminal,” and “immigration fugitive” are all phrases in
sample stories that can incite fear in the viewer or listener. Moreover, these phrases were used to
describe people found to be in the United States illegally, but who have not necessarily committed
any crime.29
Anti-immigrant spokespeople, including the outspoken hosts of shows, sometimes used this fear-
based language explicitly to drive wedges between undocumented immigrants and other communi-
ties. For example, in one piece Laura Ingraham said: “And the Hispanic community, legally in this
country, whether it’s permanent residents or citizens, they themselves have been ravaged by crime
committed by illegal immigrants who aren’t just here to do work but are here to cause trouble. And
I think minority communities, more than anyone else, have suffered under the crushing wake of
illegal immigration. That is also a problem that black Americans have spoken out against, and other
people as well. So I think it crosses racial and ethnic lines here.”30 In several pieces Ingraham cited
examples of illegal immigrants who have committed violent crimes, reinforcing a stereotype of
immigrants as criminals and as people to be feared.31
Further drawing lines, both Rush Limbaugh and Ingraham criticized the so-called open borders
crowd (among them, according to Limbaugh, are the editors of The Wall Street Journal; Ingraham
cited The New York Times and the ACLU).32
At times pro-immigrant spokespeople repeated negative language. In a story from the NewsHour
with Jim Lehrer, which focused on new immigration laws in Arizona, reporter Jeffrey Kaye inter-
viewed a pro-immigrant businessman, who said: “We must not go about the business of acting as if
immigrants, even illegal ones, are leeches on our society. They aren’t.”33
We classified the tone of the terminology as either neutral (mostly when terms like “undocumented
immigrant” were used) or dehumanizing (when terms like “illegal alien” or “illegals” were used). As the







Spokespeople were defined as guests or people interviewed or quoted on news programs, including
journalists who were sometimes invited to offer commentary. However, the hosts of the shows them-
selves (such as Lou Dobbs, Glenn Beck, and Rush Limbaugh) were not considered spokespeople.
More spokespeople were public and government officials (28%) than any other category, with ad-
vocates—both pro-immigrant and anti-immigrant—not far behind with 22%. It is important to note
that most of the public and government officials (62%) were elected officials.
Upon closer review of the advocates, we observed that more pro-immigration advocates (51) were
quoted than anti-immigration advocates (32). Furthermore, pro-immigrant speakers were more often
quoted first (68%).
Spokesperson Category Number of Quotes Percentage
Public/gov’t. officials 117 28%
Advocates 91 22%
Attorneys 42 10%
Members of the general public 34 8%
Immigrants 31 8%
Journalists 30 7%
Business leaders and 20 5%
other professionals
Students 16 4%
Victims/family of victims 13 3%
Religious leaders 8 2%
Authors 3 1%
Other 82 13%




As pro-immigration advocates are frequently called upon to defend their positions, there are many
opportunities available, both nationally and locally.
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However, one noted trend was the tendency of pro-immigrant advocates to repeat their opponents’
negative messages. In an NPR story, for example, a pro-immigrant advocate said: “Immigrants are
not just troublemakers that come in and milk the economy of this country, that we’re involved in
drugs, that we are involved in all of those things, but rather that we have people that are hard work-
ing, that the only reason that they’ve come to this country is because they want a better life for them-
selves and their families . . . ”34 Research shows that “myth-busting” tactics tend to reinforce myths
and preconceived notions rather than dispel them.
Public/Government Officials (28%)
Local law enforcement and ICE officials typically described operations such as Scheduled Depar-
ture, raids, and cases involving undocumented immigrants engaged in criminal activity. Members of
Congress and other elected officials gave more opinionated assessments on the immigration system
and law enforcement. Senator Barack Obama was quoted the most (16 stories), followed by Sena-
tor John McCain (13 stories). Sheriff Joe Arpaio of Maricopa County, Arizona, and Mayor Gavin
Newsom of San Francisco were each quoted in four stories.
Barack Obama
Barack Obama was quoted in sixteen stories. In five stories he explained his approach to immigra-
tion reform, which includes penalizing employers who hire undocumented workers, promoting a
system that ensures diverse groups of immigrants are represented, and reforming the legal system to
ensure that people are not “being pushed” into entering the country outside legal channels.35 In three
stories he attacked McCain for what Obama saw as a wavering commitment to immigration
reform.36 He criticized the Arizona senator for saying that he (McCain) would not vote for McCain’s
own immigration bill if it came up for a vote. Obama addressed the concerns of Latino voters in one
story, and commented on the enforcement of current immigration policies.37 Five stories included
Obama’s quote on American children learning foreign languages: he said that he believes the focus
should shift from immigrants learning English, which he believes they will learn, to American chil-
dren, who should learn foreign languages in an effort to keep up with their European counterparts.38
John McCain
John McCain was quoted in thirteen stories. In two stories McCain said the country must secure its
borders in order to regain the trust of the American public.39 In another story McCain addressed
securing borders, establishing a “truly temporary” guest worker program, and putting undocumented
immigrants already in the United States on a “pathway to citizenship, requiring they pay fines, learn
English . . . with the principle that they cannot have priority over those who came into the country
legally.”40 McCain was also quoted as saying that he would support an “amnesty bill,” but under-
stands that the American public would not accept it.41
Joe Arpaio
Joe Arpaio, the sheriff of Maricopa County, Arizona, has received a fair amount of media attention
for his focus on capturing and deporting undocumented immigrants. In all four stories in which he
was quoted, he expressed his belief that his job is to “enforce all of the laws in this land, including
immigration laws.” Arpaio feels he should not be criticized for enforcing laws that are the responsi-
bility of federal law enforcement officials, because he believes “they aren’t doing their job.”42
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Gavin Newsom
Mayor Gavin Newsom was quoted throughout the sample on immigration policy in San Francisco.
In one story Newsom said: “We are a sanctuary city, we don’t cooperate with the federal government
as relates to these raids.”43 In another piece the reporter described how Newsom rescinded the sanc-
tuary policy for juvenile offenders. Newsom said: “The fact is people have broken the law because
the system is broken. You have no one to blame but every single federal elected official.”44 Newsom
added in another piece: “We’ve always said that you’ll be deported if you commit felonies. That’s been
the case in the adult system. There’s been this loophole in the juvenile system. That loophole has
now been closed.”45
Advocates (22%)
Pro-immigrant advocates voiced a range of opinions on immigrant rights and policies. Anti-immi-
grant advocates used more consistent messages focused on the need for enforcement of immigration
laws to protect the country and on the notion that immigrants should not receive “special treatment.”
There was little consistency in the messaging of pro-immigrant advocates. For example, some (such
as Benjamin Johnson of the American Immigration Law Foundation) cited the need for better
enforcement of immigration laws;46 others (such as Enrique Morones, founder of a group called
Border Angels) called immigration raids immoral.47 Others, including Edward Juarez of the Inter-
national Immigrants Foundation, spoke of the United States’ need for immigrants to further the
nation’s social and economic development.48
While pro-immigrant advocates represented the majority of advocates in our sample, an anti-immi-
grant advocate, Rosanna Pulido (founder and director of the Illinois Minuteman Project), was the
most quoted advocate in our analysis.
Rosanna Pulido
In one story Rosanna Pulido said undocumented workers come into the country and “steal Ameri-
can jobs.”49 In an ABC news piece, she expressed her anger at how law enforcement handles
undocumented immigrants.50 Pulido was also quoted saying Americans should not have to “foot the
bill” for undocumented immigrants, in reference to a controversy sparked by a kidney transplant
performed on an undocumented teen.51 When the founder of the Minuteman Civil Defense Corps,
Chris Simcox, was invited to speak at DePaul University, Chicago, Pulido said she was unhappy with
the protests against the president of the student organization that invited Simcox to speak. She said
that the students’ intention was to “rally controversy, not inspire hatred.”52
Attorneys (10%)
Some attorneys spoke out on behalf of their clients who ranged from undocumented immigrants,
such as alleged gang member and undocumented immigrant Edwin Ramos; to individuals who al-
legedly committed crimes against undocumented immigrants, such as Colin Walsh, who was accused
of killing an undocumented immigrant; to individuals affected by crimes committed by undocu-
mented immigrants. Other attorneys provided analysis on both crimes committed by undocumented




Joe Russoniello, U.S. Attorney for Northern California, was quoted in four stories. He was cited
regarding San Francisco’s sanctuary policy and cases that have put that policy into question. Rus-
soniello said that he was angry that San Francisco used taxpayer money to purchase plane tickets
back to Honduras for undocumented drug dealers, and that this amounted to a “potential federal
offense.”53 Russoniello also called San Francisco’s policy of shielding undocumented juvenile
offenders “incompetent.”54 In another piece he said that San Francisco allows undocumented juve-
nile offenders to “game the system” by shielding them from federal authorities.55
Members of the General Public (8%)
Some examples of members of the general public included friends and family of undocumented immi-
grants who faced deportation, and residents commenting on policies affecting undocumented immi-
grants in their area. There was no general consensus in their opinions, which covered a range of topics.
Immigrants/Immigrant Workers (8%)
Immigrants made up just 8% of the people quoted, despite being the subject of discussion. Part of
the reason for this discrepancy in the case of undocumented immigrants is the fear of being exposed
and perhaps arrested and deported. However, it is important to note that, for the most part, immi-
grants across the board are not speaking for themselves in the media.
Flor Crisóstomo
One clear exception was Flor Crisóstomo, an undocumented immigrant who sought sanctuary in a
Chicago church. Quoted in four stories, she was the only immigrant in our sample who was quoted
in both national and local media. In one story she said the reason she is in the United States is to pro-
vide for her children who are back in Mexico.56 In another story Crisóstomo said she is not a crim-
inal, and in another she said if she is arrested like a “common criminal,” she wants other
undocumented workers to not give up.57 She blamed the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) for the current immigration crisis, because Mexicans are unable to compete in the United
States with workers and goods from abroad.58
Journalists (7%)
Journalists who were guests on various programs represented 7% of the spokespeople in our analy-
sis. Several journalists discussed immigration policies, such as Scheduled Departure, San Francisco’s
sanctuary policy, and the ICE raids in Postville, Iowa, and Miami. Journalists also discussed the
importance of the presidential candidates’ standing among Latino voters.
Business Leaders and Other Professionals (5%)
Some business owners expressed concerns about how local immigration policies affected their busi-
nesses. One business owner denied allegations of hiring undocumented workers; another business
owner said he had hired undocumented workers because his concern was “getting what [he] . . .
wants done,” not meddling in immigration affairs.59
Outlet Analysis
National Outlet Number of Stories Percentage of Total
National Stories
NPR 32 38%
Fox News 25 30%
CNN 21 25%
NewsHour with Jim Lehrer 3 4%
ABC News 2 2%
MSNBC 1 1%
Total 84
Over the three-month time period we analyzed, of the national outlets that were accessed through
LexisNexis, NPR represented the majority of stories, with Fox News a close second, and CNN just
behind. We found no stories from CBS or NBC and only a handful of stories on the NewsHour with
Jim Lehrer, ABC, and MSNBC.
Of the national stories in our sample, 38% came from NPR. Pro-immigrant speakers and advocates
were quoted first in 17 of the 32 stories, and the general tone of most of the stories was objective.
NPR’s Tell MeMore featured more stories on immigration than any of its other programs (10 of 32);
while All Things Considered had 9 of the immigration stories, and Morning Edition had 6.
Fox News was another leading outlet, making up 30% of the stories in our sample. Most of the Fox
News stories were critical of pro-immigration policies, and many guests had an anti-immigrant
position. Hosts and guests alike used negative language, such as “illegal alien” and “illegals.” Pro-
immigrant advocates were sometimes cut short by hosts including Laura Ingraham and Bill O’Reilly.
CNN was the source of 25% of the stories in our sample. The tone of these stories varied (some
were critical; others were objective), and there was a mixture of people quoted—both pro- and anti-
immigrant. Shows hosted by Fareed Zakaria and Wolf Blitzer were more objective and thoughtful in




We found distinctive patterns in the subjects covered by region. Immigration stories focused on a
range of issues from crime (the main focus of our coverage from New York) to enforcement prac-
tices (Los Angeles), deportation (Miami), events (Chicago), and politics and policies (Dallas).
New York
Most of the immigration stories covered in the New York region were about crimes against immi-
grants. For example, a police officer in Westchester County was acquitted for allegedly beating a
homeless undocumented immigrant to death; other stories addressed the murder of a Hungarian
immigrant in Brooklyn and a Guyanese cab driver from Westchester. Other stories addressed crimes
committed by immigrants, the deportation of an imam, inhumane conditions for undocumented
immigrants who were detained, and the integration of children of immigrants.
Los Angeles
Enforcement practices were covered more heavily in Los Angeles than any other topic, because
pro-immigrant protestors clashed with police at the annual May Day march in 2007, and an inves-
tigation was still under way one year later. Other stories from this city addressed deportation, the
potential influence of new citizens on the election, and issues related to immigrants and the
workforce or social services.
Miami
Immigration coverage in Miami focused primarily on individuals facing deportation. One news story
focused on raids against immigrants facing deportation; one piece included interviews with people
who witnessed Haitian refugees being smuggled onto a South Florida beach; another piece discussed
SWAT officials conducting a raid on the wrong home; and one story examined federal legislation.
Chicago
The main focus of the Chicago stories was on events such as the annual May Day march, local
immigration-related exhibits, and the controversy surrounding DePaul University’s invitation to Chris
Simcox, founder of the Minuteman Civil Defense Corps, to speak. One exhibit questioned the
necessity of building a border fence, while another displayed the shoes of people killed by undocu-
mented immigrants. Other subjects included enforcement practices, integration, politics, deporta-
tion, and crime. The story of Flor Crisóstomo, an undocumented immigrant seeking sanctuary in a
church, was also covered.
Dallas
Immigration coverage in Dallas centered heavily on politics and policies. One story described the
government’s attempt to relieve its resident green-card backlogs; another piece featured a local politi-
cian who was promoting stricter immigration policies; and two stories described a rental policy
approved in a Dallas-area town barring undocumented immigrants from renting apartments.
Analysis of Visuals
We examined the visuals used for the news stories, because research has revealed that what is shown
can be much more persuasive than what is said.
Many of the visuals reinforced the notion of immigrants as criminals, even when this was not the
focus of the story. For example, one story focused on a legal immigrant who was caught up in raids
and assumed to be undocumented. Although this piece addressed a story about mistaken identity
and a legal immigrant who was treated like a criminal, the images—which consisted of one person
after another being arrested—reinforced a negative stereotype.60
In addition to people being handcuffed and escorted into police cars, other visuals that reinforced the
notion of immigrants as criminals included photographs of alleged criminals, images of police and
crime scenes, photos of victims of crimes committed by undocumented immigrants, footage of
immigrants crossing the border (in one case, they were ducking under a fence; in another they were
escorted by someone in uniform), and court scenes.
Another trend we noticed while examining the visuals was the focus of individual stories. For
example, several stories focused on Flor Crisóstomo, a woman seeking sanctuary in a Chicago
church. Images of her were mostly positive: she was shown surrounded by supporters, hugging mem-
bers of the church, learning English by reading the Bible with a reverend, and working in the church.
However, these news pieces focused on her individual story, which would not necessarily move
people toward policy change. In addition, these stories also included some negative visuals, includ-
ing images of people getting arrested, reinforcing the notion of immigrants as criminals.
Another trend we observed was that those marching in favor of immigrant rights (or in protest of the
Minutemen) often had disparate messages. We took a close look at the signs that marchers held up.
For example, some signs said:
 Equal high-quality education
 No one is illegal
 Legalization for all/legalization for everyone
 Full rights for all immigrants now
 Racism should be illegal, not humans
 The workers’ struggle has no borders
 Amnesty now





1. When using messages focused on economic opportunity, pro-immigrant spokespeople should talk
about the economic system as a whole, including how it functions best when the needs and con-
tributions of all workers are considered, and how it would not function without the services im-
migrants provide. Stories framed to focus on the system, as opposed to the individual, are more
likely to motivate audiences to see policy changes, rather than individual initiative, as the solution
to any problem posed. Advocates should be wary of the story of individual immigrants who pulled
themselves up by their bootstraps; such stories likely lead viewers and listeners to believe that sheer
hard work will allow all immigrants to get ahead, as long as they wait in line and work hard when
they get here. This perception ignores the fact that systemic conditions keep some immigrants from
accessing opportunities and suppress support for systemic policy solutions.
2. When selecting spokespeople to talk about a more humane and compassionate approach to the
immigration issue, advocates might seek out unexpected messengers. For example, immigration
advocates might wish to partner more visibly with business leaders who understand that the
economic system would not survive without immigrants. In an economic downturn this point can
be used to counteract the idea propagated by anti-immigrant groups that immigrants are
“stealing” jobs.
3. Messages should emphasize protecting all workers from employer abuse, because this issue may
transcend party lines. Research from The Opportunity Agenda shows that 87% of Americans
see the right to fair pay for workers, to meet basic needs of food and housing, as a human right.
However, it is not clear that the American public would extend this right to undocumented
immigrants, since 77% of Americans believe health care is a human right, but about half of
Americans do not view medical care for undocumented immigrants as a human right. That said,
both conservatives and liberals acknowledge that immigrants are often working under terrible
conditions, though their proposed solutions might differ. Therefore, discussions of shared val-
ues may be a good place to start the conversation, since there is room for agreement. Advocates
should step up coverage of this issue and find ways to insert it into news.
4. It is helpful to start conversations with basic American values of fairness and justice, and by
asking what kind of a country the United States will become if we do not insist that our policies
uphold these ideals. After all, our country has a long history of immigration. Actions such as
building walls or fences, terrorizing people who have not committed a violent crime, and gen-
erally taking militant and drastic measures against immigrants demean us all. We must ask our-
selves, “To what end?” This is not just a question for civil libertarians but for all Americans.
5. Story ideas and studies around immigrant integration, citizenship, and success that show the
positive impact of immigrants are helpful to reporters and can increase the likelihood of posi-
tive coverage. For example, a study entitled “Inheriting the City”— which was included in sev-
eral news stories from our sample—focused on how immigrants are assimilating and contributing
to New York’s culture and economy. Perhaps advocates can release studies in states across the
nation that show the positive impact immigrants have.61 Citywide or nationwide studies are
helpful when they present immigrants within a larger context, beyond an individual. These sto-
ries should be framed with the idea that immigrants are an integral part of our communities at
all levels. They contribute and benefit, as all of us do. Messages should not reinforce the notion
that people have to earn the right to be here by being model contributors.
6. Pro-immigrant religious leaders should proactively reach out to reporters covering immigration.
The group most frequently quoted in the analysis was public officials; by contrast, religious
leaders—who can add an important humanitarian perspective to the immigration debate—were
rarely quoted.
7. Immigrants should also do more to reach out to the media, as they were rarely quoted in the sam-
ple, despite being the subject of discussion.
8. Immigration advocates can counter dehumanizing language by using language focused on
immigrants as people; “immigrant families” or “people who are immigrants” are two phrases
that could be used. Shining a spotlight on immigrants as families will further allow viewers and
listeners to relate to immigrants. Advocates can also use positive messaging focused on the con-
tributions immigrants make to our nation and on integration.
9. Immigration advocates should focus on values when addressing stories about enforcement. Cases
of raids in which undocumented immigrants were denied due process, or in which legal immi-
grants were mistaken for undocumented immigrants, are clear violations of our national values
of fairness and justice. Messages focusing on this, rather than on harm experienced by individ-
ual immigrants, are more likely to strike a chord with the public and raise support for fixing a
flawed system. This approach can also shift attention away from the notion of immigrants break-
ing the law. In addition, when it comes to law enforcement topics, it is important to try to
expand stories beyond portraying immigrants as either victims or perpetrators, dominant char-
acters in the law enforcement theme, and find ways to include them in other roles.
10. Immigration reform goes beyond economic implications and affects other aspects of life,
including hate crimes. It is critical that immigration advocates make their voices heard to
emphasize the contributions that immigrants make. While this might not immediately result in
a decrease in hate crimes, it will reinforce a positive view of immigrants and is certainly a step
in the right direction.
11. Immigration advocates need to use consistent messages about the positive role immigrants play,
and they must be careful not to use terminology or language that reinforces the negative stereo-
types that anti-immigration advocates offer.
12. Only advocates with ample media training and experience should go on shows with hosts who
might be hostile to their point of view (Laura Ingraham or Bill O’Reilly, for example). A pro-im-
migrant advocate hoping to receive more-objective coverage would do better on an NPR show,
since this outlet can offer advocates the opportunity to be heard without having to confront net-
work biases. Advocates should also seek out cable shows where hosts are more objective on the




Television and radio news coverage is crucial in influencing the public discourse around immigration.
Although many broadcast hosts and anti-immigrant advocates are propagating misinformation,
immigration advocates can take the concrete steps outlined in this analysis to sway policymakers
and the public. One of the most important points made in this analysis is that advocates need to use




We undertook an analysis of broadcast coverage of immigration, including radio, cable, and broad-




 Fox News Network
 MSNBC
 National Public Radio (NPR)
 NewsHour with Jim Lehrer
 NBC News
We searched for stories on immigration in these outlets over a three-month time period, sorted them
by relevance within Nexis, and chose the top 84 stories for in-depth analysis.
We searched for stories from the archives of popular talk radio hosts with wide listenerships:
 Rush Limbaugh
 Glenn Beck
We examined 10 stories from Limbaugh and 10 from Beck.
We also searched the websites of the following radio show personalities, most of which lack archives:
 Sean Hannity’s site does not have an archive, but since he is also on Fox News, he was covered
when we performed a Nexis search.
 Don Imus does not have an archive.
 Paul Harvey does not have an archive.
 Ed Schultz does not have a searchable archive.
 We searched Rachel Maddow’s archive using our keywords and did not turn up any results.
We searched by accessing archives for Limbaugh and Beck, since Nexis does not include them in its
archives. Unfortunately, the technology on these sites does not support an advanced search through
which a time frame can be specified. Moreover, the number of search terms one can use is limited.
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In addition to stories from the national outlets, we examined 82 local stories. In order to search local







Stories from these cities provided us with an on the ground perspective from diverse regions with large
immigrant populations and/or a heated immigration debate.
As we did for Limbaugh and Beck, we searched outlets in the cities listed above by accessing archives
for individual stations, since Nexis does not include these stations in its archives. Unfortunately,
often the technology on the sites of local television and radio outlets did not support an advanced
search in which we could specify a time frame. Where it was impossible to specify dates, we at-
tempted to choose one relevant story per month from a three-month time period. In some cases, we
needed to go back several months to find relevant stories.
For consistency, we selected the local ABC, CBS, NBC, and FOX television stations to view how
each region covered the issue of immigration. We also included a variety of talk and news radio sta-
tions. Based on in-depth research, we selected the following outlets to include in our analysis:
Los Angeles
 KABC (TV)
Local ABC affiliate http://abclocal.go.com/kabc/index
 KCAL (TV)
Local CBS affiliate http://cbs2.com/
 KCOP (TV)
Local FOX affiliate http://www.my13la.com/
 KNBC (TV)
Local NBC affiliate http://www.knbc.com/index.html
 KCRW (radio)
An NPR affiliate owned by Santa Monica College www.kcrw.com
 KNX (radio)
A commercial station owned by CBS Radio www.knx1070.com
Dallas
 KTXA (TV)
Local CBS affiliate http://cbs11tv.com/ktxa
 WFAA (TV)
Local ABC affiliate http://www.wfaa.com/
 NBC 5 (TV)
Local NBC affiliate www.nbc5i.com
 KDFW (TV)
Local Fox affiliate http://www.myfoxdfw.com/myfox/
 KRLD (radio)
Local CBS Radio affiliate http://www.krld.com
 KERA (radio)
Local NPR affiliate http://www.kera.org/index.php
Miami
 WFOR (TV)
Local CBS affiliate http://cbs4.com/
 WTVJ (TV)
Local NBC affiliate http://www.nbc6.net/index.html
 WPLG (TV)
Local ABC affiliate http://www.local10.com/index.html
 WSVN (TV)
Local FOX affiliate http://www.wsvn.com/
 We were unable to provide radio stations for the Miami area, as they either lack websites with
search capacity or their search function yielded no results.
New York
 WABC (TV)
Local ABC affiliate http://www.abclocal.go.com/wabc/index
 WCBS (TV)
Local CBS affiliate http://wcbstv.com/
 WNBC (TV)
Local NBC affiliate http://www.wnbc.com/index.html
 WNYW (TV)
Local FOX affiliate http://www.myfoxny.com/myfox/
 WNYC (radio)
An NPR affiliate with classical music, news, and talk www.wnyc.org
 WINS (radio)
A commercial station owned by CBS Radio with a news format www.1010wins.com
Chicago
 WBBM (TV)
Local CBS affiliate http://cbs2chicago.com/
 WFLD (TV)
Local FOX affiliate http://www.myfoxchicago.com/myfox/
 WLS (TV)
Local ABC affiliate http://abclocal.go.com/wls/index
 WMAQ (TV)




A commercial station owned by Tribune Broadcasting Co. with a news and talk format
http://www.wgnradio.com
 WBEZ (radio)
An NPR affiliate with a talk and news format www.wbez.org
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